Grand Valley State University

ScholarWorks@GVSU
Books and Contributions to Books

University Libraries

2020

From insight to action with Appreciative Inquiry
Kristin Meyer
Grand Valley State University, meyerkr@gvsu.edu

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/library_books
Part of the Information Literacy Commons

ScholarWorks Citation
Meyer, Kristin, "From insight to action with Appreciative Inquiry" (2020). Books and Contributions to
Books. 25.
https://scholarworks.gvsu.edu/library_books/25

This Contribution to Book is brought to you for free and open access by the University Libraries at
ScholarWorks@GVSU. It has been accepted for inclusion in Books and Contributions to Books by an authorized
administrator of ScholarWorks@GVSU. For more information, please contact scholarworks@gvsu.edu.

From insight to action with Appreciative Inquiry
(UXLibsV workshop)

Kristin Meyer

@11kmeyer

Grand Valley State University, Michigan, USA

Introduction
Two people can view the same thing—the same data, issue, or set of circumstances—and discover different opportunities because of their unique perspectives.
Sometimes when we engage in User Experience (UX) work, we uncover a problem
or an unmet user need, and the way forward is unclear. At this point, it can be
beneficial to pull together a group of people in your library who work in different
departments and have various roles; the best ideas often emerge when we gather
diverse viewpoints.
Simply talking about the issue is not usually effective, but numerous facilitation
techniques can help lead groups from insight to action. I have often used elements
of design thinking in my approach to leading groups through this exploration.
Recently I have also found value in using elements of Appreciative Inquiry, and I
facilitated a workshop on this technique for UXLibsV.
Appreciative Inquiry is an approach co-created by David Cooperrider and
his colleagues from Case Western Reserve University in the 1980s (Hammond,
2013: 5). As Cooperrider and Whitney (2005: 15) note, practitioners have defined
Appreciative Inquiry in different ways. I describe Appreciative Inquiry as an
approach to organizational change that is generative, builds on core strengths, and
is solutions-oriented. Appreciative Inquiry can complement design thinking and
other UX methodologies, and practitioners can modify elements to fit a variety of
purposes.
The purpose of my UXLibs workshop was to model a process that participants
could use at their institutions to help move from having an insight about user needs
to user-centered action. The workshop featured a six-step facilitation process that
combined elements of Appreciative Inquiry and design thinking and included the
exploration of a real issue that emerged in my library.
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I know from UX techniques that some students who need or prefer low-sensory
environments sometimes find it difficult to find a space that meets their needs in
the Mary Idema Pew Library Learning and Information Commons. In particular,
visual and auditory distractions make it challenging for some students to concentrate in many study spaces. Because this is an example of an insight in which a way
forward was not immediately clear, I used it as a focal point for the workshop.

The facilitation process
The facilitation process that I used in the workshop included the following six steps:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Connect to purpose
Frame it and flip it
Dream of the ideal future
Ideate
Prototype internally
Prototype with users.

Ideating and prototyping with users are often associated with design thinking
(Boisvenue-Fox and Meyer, 2019), while the other four steps relate more directly
to Appreciative Inquiry. The workshop was a lightning round; if I were facilitating
this process with a group, I would plan for at least three hours, likely broken up into
two ninety-minute sessions.

Step 1: Connect to purpose
The first step is to help the group connect to the broader purpose of solving the
problem. I think about a forest metaphor here: when you walk into a forest, before
focusing your attention on a single tree, you typically gaze at the full landscape to
understand and appreciate where that tree fits within the larger context. It can be
helpful to do the same thing before focusing on a problem. Understanding the
value of solving the problem can also motivate participants.
To do this step, everyone in the group wrote their responses to the following
questions on their own, then discussed as a group:
1. Why is it important for us to explore the topic of low-sensory environments today?
2. How could exploring this topic benefit students and student learning?
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In the workshop, groups discussed how reducing this problem connects back to our
library’s mission of supporting student learning and our value of inclusion. We want
to create spaces that meet a variety of student study preferences and accommodate
multiple modes of learning.

Step 2: Frame it and flip it
Once a group understands the purpose and value of solving the problem, the
next step is to frame the problem and then flip it to a solutions-oriented question
(Stavros and Torres, 2018: 46–54). It is important for groups to truly understand
the problem before diving into solving it. This is the framing. However, focusing
on the problem does not typically help generate solutions. This is why the flipping
is useful. We want to flip the problem to focus on the desired state—what we want
the experience to be like for our users—instead of focusing on what is lacking. This
is a generative viewpoint that promotes possibility (ibid.).
To frame the problem, groups discussed the following prompt: ‘What is the
problem we are trying to solve?’ This kind of discussion might include additional
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context about the UX techniques that led to the insight and other additional context
that members of the group need. Sometimes this discussion simply allows members
of the group to restate the problem in their own words. During the workshop, most
groups documented something similar to the following:
We know that some GVSU students who need or prefer low-sensory environments
find it difficult to find a space that meets their needs in the Mary Idema Pew Library.
Within many of our open study spaces, visual and auditory distractions make it
challenging for some students to concentrate.

Next, the group flipped this into what the problem suggests they desire for students:
We want students to be able to study in an environment that fits their needs and
preferences. We want to make it easy for students to find or create sensory-friendly
spaces that include few visual and auditory distractions.

The final component of this step is to turn what you desire for students into a
generative question for the group to explore. A generative question is specifically
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framed to help produce positive outcomes and move forward in a positive direction
(ibid.: 54–62). For example:
How might we make it easy for students to find or create sensory-friendly spaces that
include few visual and auditory distractions?

Developing a ‘How might we’ statement is likely familiar to anyone who has used
design thinking, and this was certainly a part of my toolkit before I learned about
Appreciative Inquiry. However, I have found the framing and flipping technique to
be highly useful when developing these statements.

Step 3: Dream of the ideal future
Once a group has developed a generative question to explore, the next step is to
take a few minutes to think about what success might look like. This step can help
establish a shared understanding of what a successful
outcome might include. This
will help the group later on
when it is time to narrow
down ideas during ideation.
It can also help inspire the
group, priming them for idea
generation. Two prompts to
create this dialogue include:
1. What words or
phrases describe an
ideal future as it
relates to this topic?
2. How would success
look and feel?
During this step, I recommend having flip chart paper
available so the group can
create something similar to
the one shown in Figure 1.

110

Figure 1

‘Dream of the Ideal Future’ flip chart.

Step 4: Ideation
After discussing what success might look like, it is time to start generating ideas! I
rely most heavily on my design thinking background for this step, and this is one of
my favorite parts of the process. Numerous ideation techniques are more effective
than traditional brainstorming and can be used to explore a multitude of ways to
solve a problem before narrowing those ideas to prototype.
My favorite ideation technique is ‘Brainwriting’ because it includes time for
people to generate ideas on their own while also building on the ideas of others.
Detailed instructions for this technique can be found in the book, Gamestorming:
A playbook for innovators, rulebreakers, and changemakers (Gray et al., 2010: 82–83).
In this technique, people sit at a table in a circle, write down one idea per large
notecard, and pass it to their right. They do this silently and they write as many
ideas as they have. When the next person receives a card, they can further flesh out
or add to the idea before passing it to the next person. If reading a notecard sparks
a new idea for someone, that person will write it on a new card. On the cycle goes
until each card generated has gone around the circle a few times.
While this part of the activity is conducted silently, afterwards the group discusses the ideas. I often use dot voting here and encourage people to use their dots
to select ideas that are feasible and align with the library’s mission and values. At this
point, the group will also want to circle back to their ideal future flip chart: which
ideas might help create the future the group indicated they wanted for students?
At the end of this discussion, the group will need to come to a consensus on which
idea to prototype.
During the workshop, I simply described this step in the process because you
would normally spend at least an hour on ideation. The idea I had pre-selected for
groups was an actual idea that the UX team at my library had in response to this
issue. The idea was to purchase a variety of sensory-friendly tools that students can
check out and use to modify the library environment to meet their needs. Examples
of tools included include noise-canceling headphones, mobile tabletop partitions,
and weighted lap pads.

Step 5: Internal Prototyping
Before I learned about Appreciative Inquiry, I would have jumped right into having
the group prototype this idea with users. I have found value, however, in first doing
some quick internal prototyping, which involves creating a simple visual mock-up
of the idea and sharing it and getting feedback from colleagues who are not in the
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room. This can help your group improve the idea and, most importantly, get buy-in
from other stakeholders early in the process.
The key here is to ask generative questions. I like to stick to asking: “What do
you like about this idea?” and “How can we improve it?” This generative framing
provides your colleagues with an opportunity to shape the idea but reduces the likelihood that someone will simply tell you that they hate it. During the workshop,
groups received valuable feedback from their pretend colleagues!
It usually takes the collaboration of numerous people to implement UX
projects, and when UX practitioners fail to get early buy-in from colleagues, ideas
tend to stall and fizzle. In my experience, this is one of the reasons why it is often
challenging for people to turn insights about users into user-centered action in their
libraries. Internal prototyping, when done in a generative way, can increase the
likelihood that you will be able to implement change.

Step 6: Prototype with users
Now for the final, and perhaps most important, step—prototyping the idea with
actual users. This step involves creating an inexpensive visual representation of
your newly improved idea, explaining it to users, and observing how they interact
with it or asking them questions about the idea. Any idea—a new service, process,
program, space—can be prototyped. After prototyping, your group will need to
decide whether to implement the idea as is, make improvements based on what you
learned from the prototype, or reject the idea and go back to ideating (BoisvenueFox and Meyer, 2019; Merry et al., 2018).
When you develop a prototype, the following questions can guide you:
1. What are you hoping to learn from this prototype?
2. What kind of prototype will you use? (Paper sketch, cardboard mock-up,
role playing?)
3. How will you present your prototype to users?
4. What questions will you ask users?
As you share the prototype with users, record what questions users had, what
worked well, and what you learned about your idea.
In this example, our team at my library prototyped the idea to circulate
sensory-friendly tools by putting pictures of the items we hoped to purchase in
laminated sheets inside folders. We brought the folders to a student organization
meeting comprised of students with Autism Spectrum Disorder and their mentors.
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We shared the idea, asked them several questions, and then gave them dots to put
on items that they thought they might want to use. We learned several valuable
insights through prototyping that shaped the final implementation of the idea.

Reflection
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The purpose of this workshop was not to determine how to better serve students
who have a need for low-sensory space. This example was only used to help participants more fully experience a process that can be used to move a group from a
having an insight about user needs to taking user-centered action.
Four steps of this process were influenced by my understanding of Appreciative
Inquiry. The practices of connecting to purpose, framing and flipping, dreaming of
the ideal future, and internal prototyping can be modified and applied in a variety
of ways, on their own or in conjunction with other techniques.
I encourage you to reflect on the following generative questions as you finish
this chapter:
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1. What do you like about the facilitation process outlined in this chapter?
2. How does this process complement other methods or techniques you have
used?
3. What elements do you imagine incorporating into your future work?
4. What might you want to change about the process if you were working
with a group to move from insight to action?

Acknowledgements
Some workshop activities were inspired by activities designed by Jackie Stavros and
Maureen McKenna who led the author’s Appreciative Inquiry facilitation training
at Grand Valley State University in February and April 2018.

Further reading
To learn more about Appreciative Inquiry, explore the resources from the David L.
Cooperrider Center for Appreciative Inquiry, Stiller School of Business, Champlain
College: <https://www.champlain.edu/appreciativeinquiry>.
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